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Abstract 
The challenge for the supervisor is to prepare the sign language interpreters students for flexibility and adaptability to 
demanding situations that will emerge in their life course. The concern about the quality of these students is the result of another 
concern felt that is the quality of their supervisors who assist the students in their teaching - learning process. 
Through a literature review, this paper aims to reflect on the supervisor’s profile of the sign language interpreters students and to 
understand how he/she can improve and develop the student’s knowledge and skills in sign language. 
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Introduction  
The changes that have taken place at various levels in our society require constant adjustments. Thus, at the turn 
of the century, there are few professions that had as much projection and growth as the Portuguese sign language 
interpreters. Therefore, this professional is still a rising figure in the Portuguese society, seeking for the 
consolidation of his/her status quo. In Portugal, studies are scarce, both in the Portuguese sign language interpreter 
in general and in their initial training or graduation. 
Cromack (2004) explains that "(…) there are still a very small number of studies in the disability area, 
particularly in deafness. Faced with this situation, there is a need for greater commitment to this segment of society, 
both in terms of policy and in scientific terms” (p.70). 
On one hand, it is recognized by a lot of professionals that many interpreters do not have a good command of 
some of the issues that they have to interpret and this may create confusion in the broadcast content (Guarinello, 
Santana, Figueiredo & Massi, 2008), On the other hand, there is a considerable gap between thinking and acting, 
theory and practice, especially when it comes to evaluate students. School should not be seen as "(…) a battlefield 
where what counts is the classification, more than the know-how" (Perrenoud, 1999, p.120). 
Therefore the supervisor have qualifications, ethics, knowledge of deaf culture and performance in sign language, 
so he/she can break down barriers to communication and be successful in the teaching-learning process because the 
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main target of the process is the student’s transformation in several dimensions like the personal, professional, 
intellectual and social ones. Thus, school programs must develop a significant set of contents which enables the 
student to be ready for the professional practice.  
This paper aims to reflect on the supervisor’s profile of the sign language interpreters students and to understand 
how he/she can improve and develop the student’s knowledge and skills in the Portuguese sign language. It is 
essentially based on a literature review, conducted in May 2011 from EBSCO Host scientific database. The 
following descriptors were used and combined: Portuguese sign language interpreter, sign language interpreter, 
Portuguese sign language, sign language, supervision, supervisor´s profile, supervisee and students.   
This article is divided into three parts: the first one is an approach to the profession of the sign language 
interpreter; the second regards the supervisor´s profile, and finally, the third part concerns supervising sign language 
interpreters students. 
1. The Portuguese sign language interpreter as a professional and as a supervisor 
Nowadays, the situation of sign language interpreters in Portugal is different from a decade ago. Fernandes and 
Carvalho (2005) note that: "As deaf people and their representative associations were growing, also increased the 
number and the type of situations in which it was required the presence of Portuguese Sign language interpreter. 
This new situation required a greater capacity and preparation of these professionals" (p. 143). 
Nevertheless, there are many aspects of the deaf community that have to be perceived by the interpreter in sign 
language otherwise it becomes difficult for the interpreter to communicate effectively and efficiently. But the 
interpretation/translation is not easy. Garinello et al (2008) explain that "(...) between one language and another 
there is someone who gives directions in a language and tries to be felt in another" (p.67). Thus, the interpreter’s 
functions in sign language when he/she interprets are characterized by a strategy of interpretation, identity, welfare, 
sympathy and cultural articulation for and by the deaf community. 
Reflecting on the intervention of the Portuguese sign language interpreter, the complexity of the role, size and 
deepness of his/her performance is easily understandable because this professional is also an interpreter of a culture 
- with all it involves: language, history, art, education, sports, and politics, among others. So, he/she cannot only be 
reduced to the act of interpretation/translation.  
Aware of this gap, the Portuguese sign language interpreter invests in the acquisition of technical and theoretical 
knowledge. Learning is a way to change himself/herself and it is a way to become available for transformation. 
Given the fact that this professional works in a dynamic environment, he/she needs to quickly adapt to a variety 
of scenarios. The combination of mental tension inherent in the act of interpreting, together with specific factors of 
the context may enhance the levels of stress of the sign language interpreter. Dean and Pollard (2001) conducted 
innumerous researches on occupational diseases of the sign language interpreters and the results show that they 
work on tension in an environment that requires attention and concentration that proves to be unfavorable for them. 
In this sense, university is the main scenario where the phase of transition to professional life is more 
experienced. As a training institution, it has increasingly taken responsibility in supporting the transition to working 
life and consequently to adulthood (Moreno, 2005; Silva, 2008). 
It is through this context that the young adult develops the different dimensions that constitute him/her by 
confronting other peers with different ideas, experiences, models and life roles, allowing a gradual integration in the 
professional context (Young & Friesen, 1990; Silva, 2008). 
So, the challenge facing the training of future Portuguese sign language interpreters is to prepare them for a high 
degree of adaptability to new situations that, in a professional way or another, will eventually emerge in the course 
of their life. Thus, the concern about the quality of the students’ training in the graduation in translation and 
interpretation in Portuguese sign language results from another concern felt: the quality of the supervisors who work 
in the teaching-learning process of the future professionals. Valente and Viana (2009) mentioned that  "(...) the 
mission of the higher education is to train critical and reflective practitioners, able to live in a world of constant 
transformation, capable of building new knowledge (…) and endowed with a deep sense of ethics and human" (p. 
5). So the supervisor must be prepared for the role that he/she will play and have enough skills for a transforming 
teaching. 
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Through a teaching-learning process of excellence, the supervisor and the supervisee interact for a common 
purpose which is to allow and facilitate the supervisee’s appropriation of different knowledge and skills, so that 
he/she can become a competent professional. 
Reaserch suggests that many supervisors often feel unprepared for the role and have lack of confidence in their 
ability to support students (Andrews & Chilton 2000, Astonet al. 2000, Neary, 2000). In Australia, for example, 
many supervisors reported a lack of preparation to carry out their role (Henderson et al, 2006, Levett-Jones et al, 
2006; Myall, Levett-Jones & Latlean, 2008). 
Evidence suggests that several factors, such as the relationship supervisor-supervisee or the supervisor’s 
knowledge, attitude, communicative and technical skills play an important role in the supervisee’s learning process 
(Wright, 1990; Baillie, 1993; Campbell et al, 1994; Andrewns & Chilton, 2000; Andrews & Roberts, 2003; Pellat, 
2006; Ali Pa, 2008). 
2.  The Supervisor’s profile 
Given the conjecture in today’s world, skills are seen as a foundation of excellence and success. Thus, it is 
pertinent to identify those that contribute for the supervisors of the Sign language interpreters students to be 
successful "(...) in their overall performance, which in turn will develop the skills of the student" (Jardim, 2007, p. 
6). 
Pondering this issue leads us to affirm, like Jardim (2007) that the mission of higher education is the students’ 
global development with the aim to expand their capabilities as well as to increase their relationship skills with peers 
and others in order to train interested and competent professionals. 
Students develop their skills especially in the interaction that takes place in the practice context which offers 
various and specific challenges. In fact, the supervisor is an educational resource for the opportunities he/she offers, 
the guidelines that he/she makes, the model of practice that he/she performs and the model of practice that he/she 
allows the supervisee to be. Therefore, he/she should have skills that are considered essential to promote the 
development of the supervisee. 
Supported by Jardim (2007) three levels of skills are distinguished: basic, technical and transversal. According to 
this author, the basic skills refer to those that were acquired during childhood and early adolescence, such as reading 
and writing; performing simple mathematical operations; developing elementary notions of ethics and interpersonal 
relationships. The technical skills report to the profession and are usually acquired in the training context and when 
carrying out a working activity. Finally, the transversal skills, as the name implies, are those that are common in 
various activities performed by the individual, either personally or professionally or even socially. They are 
primarily acquired through contact with others and the performance of different functions. 
According to many authors, professionals in different areas should have several skills. The most common ones 
are being an adviser, a friend, an expert , a good communicator, a guide; having a good sense of humor; being 
committed to the students; promoting mutual respect and being self confident, enthusiastic, approachable, generous, 
organized, patient and supportive (Darling, 1986; Philips e tal, 1996b; Spouse, 1996; Pollard & Trigs, 1997; Gray & 
Smith, 2000; Morton Cooper & Palmer, 2000;Vance, 2000; Ordem dos Enfermeiros, 2003; Fernandez, Sanz, 
Santalla & Sanches, 2005; Gallinagh e tal, 2005; Marshal & Gordon, 2005; Morse, 2006; Jardim, 2007; Yonge, 
Billay, Myrirck & Luhanga, 2007; Ali Pa, 2008; Jardim & Pereira, 2008; Myall, Levett-Jones & Latlean, 2008; 
Lennox, Skinner & Foureur, 2008; Hodges, 2009). 
It is important to note that the Portuguese sign language interpreters act in very specific environment. Therefore, 
from "(...) a set of skills, they mobilize those that are necessary for the performance of its business in a particular 
context" (Nunes, 2007, p. 11). Thus, the supervisor of the Portuguese Sign language interpreters students should 
have the skills mentioned above. However, supported by the literature on the supervisors’ skills in other areas, some 
skills should be added to the supervisor of the Portuguese sign language interpreters students: 
a) Accountability - The supervisor recognizes his/her role and what are its limits; takes responsibility for 
his/her actions; knows what his/her role and responsibility are in accordance with the context where he/she works; 
consults experts in areas in which he/she has difficulty or lack of knowledge; consults other professionals and/or 
organizations/institutions when the supervisee’s needs are beyond his/her area of influence or exercise (Ordem dos 
Enfermeiros Portugueses, 2003); 
8  Cátia Marlene Silva Monteiro Santos /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  29 ( 2011 )  5 – 12 
b) Assertiveness - "It's a way of communicating behaviorally, which means to say what each one feels and 
thinks, while giving statement space to the other " (Jardim & Pereira, 2006, p.108). Through a direct communication 
the individual does assert his/her rights without denying the others’ rights;  
c) Voluntarism - supervision should be characterized by a voluntary long term commitment relationship 
between supervisor and supervisee, supporting this last one through a professional transition and by maintaining 
mutual and negotiated consent (Lennox, et al 2008); 
d) Ability to identify needs and the supervisee’s potential - The supervisor teaches in order to be able to 
promote learning in the supervisee; he/she sets goals, work objectives, contents and appropriate methodologies; the 
supervisor makes effective use of the available information on the supervisee’s progress; he/she critically evaluates 
his/her teaching and students and gives feedback in this process so that everyone can move towards the acquisition 
of as many skills as necessary for the profession. (Pollard & Trigs, 1997, Nunes, 2007); 
e) Ability to reduce levels of stress, constantly updated, to teach skills and to be sociable - The supervisor 
exists to aid in the teaching, communication and sharing of the practical realities of being a sign language 
interpreter. This role is increasingly important because students learn mostly theory and spend less time in hands-on 
training in the activities. The supervisor’s role serves the Sign language interpreter’s profession greatly by his/her 
ability to ease the transition of student to professional in a safe, efficient and personal manner. (Yonge, et al 2007); 
f) Good memory, expert/member of the deaf culture, and performance with the Portuguese Sign language and 
the Portuguese language. 
g) Among so many others.  
3. Students’ supervision in the graduation in translation/interpretation in Portuguese sign language 
Apart from the scientific knowledge, everything is taken into account (intuitions, emotions, experiences, beliefs, 
desires, hopes and fears) in the training of a profession (Perrenoud, 1993). 
The collaboration between supervisor and supervisee is a slow and progressive path that requires courage, 
commitment and dedication of both parts, because, as stated by Madureira and Leite (2003), it is a relationship that 
"(...) implies the questioning of beliefs, values, knowledge and personal skills and professional" (p.129). 
The supervisor is an important example for the supervisee since it is from him/her that the supervisee seeks to 
identify himself/herself for knowledge, skills and attitudes. The supervisor must be fully aware of his/her role, he 
must know the content to be worked, and he should know the meaning of the proposed. 
Most authors agree that not everyone can be a supervisor. Good supervisors usually exhibit caring for others; 
they are inspirational, active and have a positive attitude toward making a difference in people’s lives (Kunich & 
Lester, 1999; Morse, 2006). 
According to Fernandéz, et al (2005), these are the three main qualities in the supervision process: authenticity, 
friendliness and respect. 
It should be noted that supervisor and supervisee must be present in the supervision process. It constitutes a 
teaching resource for the students’ professional training, because it involves intellectual and relationship skills as 
well as different performance techniques. 
Thus, the practice context is really essential in the students’ training, especially to the initiation into the 
professional practice. The supervisor’s impact on the teaching-learning process is extraordinary for the supervisee; 
both by the conditions, opportunities and guidance promoted by the supervisor, and by the model of professional 
practice that he/she is and offers the supervisee to be. However, some supervisors act not only based on knowledge 
gained in their academic training which is not qualified in some cases, but also on knowledge acquired during the 
professional practice, which makes them unprepared for supervision (Santos & Brandão, 2008). 
Currently, the interpreter profession requires from the professionals that they reinvent themselves every day 
through new strategies, experiences and knowledge to answer the different questions that always appear. To 
encourage a meaningful learning of the supervisee, it is important to know what cognitive, attitudinal, performative 
elements are necessary in the supervision process. 
To be able to carry out his/her pedagogical role, the supervisor must consider the knowledge and communication 
with the supervisee is as essential aspect since he/she is responsible for the supervisee’s educational process 
(Fernández, et al, 2005). 
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A sine qua non condition is necessary to successfully complete the supervisory function which is to know and 
communicate with all students who are subject of supervision. The interpreters, who perform supervisory activities, 
need to have a better knowledge of their supervisees. They have to consider several factors such as: the evolutionary 
period of the student; the fact that students’ activity develops in relation to the educational institution; the fact that 
the student has a prior personal and family history; the fact that he/she falls into a class with a group of colleagues, 
and finally that he/she establishes relationships with a teacher/educator (Menchen, 1999; Fernández et al, 2005). 
The practice in the educational setting is fundamental for the supervisee. It is through supervision that the 
supervisor gets the opportunity to transmit professional values, knowledge and skills. Learning also occurs from the 
supervision relationship. By this process, the supervisee can experience how it is like to work in the profession as 
well to know the type of development that is needed throughout the career (Hodges, 2009). 
Like mentioned before, the supervisor is trustworthy and has willingness to help others in their growth and 
development. By reflecting on these characteristics, it is understandable that the supervision relationship can be 
affected according to the expectations and perceptions of both, and it can determine the success of the relationship. 
The supervisor assists the student through a transition phase, and naturally he/she provides advice and support. 
According to the learning environment and the level of competency to be achieved, the type and level of supervision 
is influenced positively or negatively. 
Clay and Wade (2001) say that being a supervisor involves acting as a role model, facilitating learning and 
supervision that is appropriate to the student’s area of practice. Therefore, the supervisor’s personal qualities are the 
key to effective supervision (Neary, 2000; Pulsford, 2002; Hodges, 2009). 
Although supervising is regarded as a gold standard (Grave, Dolmans, & Vleuten, 1999), in Portugal there is a 
lack of knowledge on the dynamics of the supervision process in the sign language interpreters’ educational setting. 
 
Conclusion 
The The Portuguese Sign language interpreter acts as a link between two communities, so he shall have 
qualifications, ethics, and knowledge of the deaf culture and of sign language as well as performance in Portuguese 
in order to really break the communication barriers. 
According to Caires (2003) and Silva (2008), the practice setting has an impact on students' self-image and their 
professional identity that is still being trained, establishing an opportunity for the supervisee to discover his/her 
potential as a professional. 
Supervising in the practice setting is a way for students to be exposed to work with learning strategies and 
experiences, which provides them opportunities to reflect and develop (Marshall & Gordon, 2005). So, the 
relationship established between supervisor and supervisee needs to be based on mutual respect and partnership in 
order to be effective (Spouse, 1996). 
As explained through this article, in the supervision period, the supervisor plays many roles to enhance the global 
development of his/her supervisee. 
The meaning and emphasis of each role varies and depends on the supervisees’ level of professional and personal 
development achieved. So, it is an essential characteristic for the supervisor to be able to identify which of those 
roles are needed to be used so he/she can optimize the student’s development. 
As a result, to supervise sign language interpreters students effectively, the supervisor needs to have certain 
personal, intellectual, social and technical attributes as the ones identified in the literature and in this article. 
 
However, Nascimento (1997) states that (...) the translation of knowledge into practice is not an easy process, 
because it does not involves only a technical dimension, but implies a personal work building strategies for 
action (methods) or in a quest for relations with other events in order to be technical, economic, social or 
political (p. 15). 
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The performance of a profession involves a scientific and intellectual activity, of a non- repetitive or mechanical 
routine (Nunes, 2007). The technique is learned after a long training and supervising students in translation and 
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